TRANSLATING RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE (TRIP) REPORT
M i l i t a r y R E A C H ’s r e v i e w o f

COPARENTING ACROSS THE DEPLOYMENT CYCLE: OBSERVATIONS
FROM MILITARY FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN
DeVoe, E., Ross, A., Spencer, R., Drew, A., Acker, M., Paris, R., & Jacoby, V. (2019). Coparenting across the deployment cycle: Observations
from military families with young children. Journal of Family Issues, Advanced online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X19894366

BRIEF SUMMARY: Coparenting is a dynamic process that involves coordination among the adults who are
responsible for the care, upbringing, and socialization of their children, which continues even during times of family
separation (e.g., deployment). This qualitative study was rooted in social ecological theory and sought to understand
the coparenting experiences of service members and their home front partners across the deployment cycle (i.e., predeployment, deployment, and reintegration). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 39 Service members
(mostly National Guard and Reserve) and 31 home front parents who had at least one child who was five years old or
younger during a war-related deployment. Findings suggest that home front parents play a significant role in managing
parenting tasks during deployment and in facilitating a positive relationship between the deployed parent and child(ren).
KEY FINDINGS

Table 1: Key themes of coparenting experiences across the deployment cycle.

Pre-deployment
– Both Service members and
home front parents reported
that it was a challenge
to explain to their young
children where the Service
member parent was going
and for how long.
– Home front parents
reported that it was difficult
when good-byes were
prolonged (e.g., saying
goodbye but talking to
them on the phone shortly
after).
– Home front parents
reported that it was
challenging for the children
to understand why they
could communicate with
their Service member parent
during some deployments,
but not others.

Deployment
– Service member parents had faith in their
home front partner to take care of things
while they were gone.
– Service member parents felt unable to
coparent while deployed.
– Home front parents reported it was
difficult to take on the roles of their Service
member partner during deployment.
– Home front partners made substantial and
intentional effort to remind children of
their Service member parent by positively
and frequently referencing them in
conversation, through photos, and other
reminders.
– Findings about communication during
deployment were mixed; some home
front parents appreciated as much
communication as possible whereas
others disliked when the Service member
parent would call during busy times of the
day.

Reintegration
– Role strain and coparenting
negotiation emerged during this time.
– Challenges arose for Service member
parents as they transitioned from
being in charge while deployed to
coming home and no longer “calling
the shots.”
– It was hard for home front parents to
share parenting responsibilities again.
– Service member parents were
unsure of how to enter back into the
parenting role. While some jumped
right back in, others were more
hesitant and did not want to step on
their partners’ toes.
– Home front partners were concerned
about their Service member partners’
mental health upon return and how
that might impact their parenting
abilities.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– During pre-deployment and reintegration transitions, be intentional about planning communication patterns, family
routines, and coparenting strategies to create fewer challenges.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Assist Service members and their home front partners with creating and implementing routines and mutually agreed
upon communication patterns across the deployment cycle to facilitate smoother transitions in coparenting and other
family functions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Create, fund, and implement programs, like After Deployment, Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) and Strong Families
Strong Forces (SFSF), that assist and support family functioning (e.g., coparenting, parenting) before and after deployments.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

39 Service member parents and 31 home front parents, including 19 couples
On average, participants had experienced two deployments, and had two children
Married

Mean
Age

White

National Guard/
Reserve

Army

Air
Force

Marine

Service members

80%

37

80%

79%

90%

5%

3%

Home front parents

97%

36

87%

80%

93%

3%

3%

METHODOLOGY

– Participants were recruited through events sponsored by the National Guard’s Yellow Ribbon Program for a larger
qualitative study aimed at informing the design of a parenting program for military parents.
– To be eligible for the study, participants had to have experienced at least one war-related deployment and have a
child aged five or younger during the deployment.
– In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant in their homes. Interviews lasted 45-90
minutes.
– All interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded using literature-informed thematic analysis. The qualitative
software program Atlis.ti was used to code the interviews in their entirety by two coders who had meetings to discuss
disagreements about coding decisions.

STRENGTHS

– Direct quotes from participants were included which provided evidence for and allowed readers to better grasp the
themes that authors identified.
– The study was primarily composed of National Guard and Reserve members, an understudied military population;
findings support and expand others studies of parenting during deployment for this group.

LIMITATIONS

– Data used in this study were originally collected to inform the development of a parenting program and were not
aimed at understanding the coparenting relationship across the deployment cycle. Thus, the findings of this study
may not be fully inclusive of coparenting experiences across the deployment cycle.
– Data were collected retrospectively, meaning that participants were recounting their experiences during predeployment, deployment, and reintegration, and not their current experiences. Future studies may examine
coparenting experiences longitudinally throughout the deployment cycle.

ASSE SSMENT OF T HE ST UDY
CREDIBLE
CONTRIBUTORY
COMMUNICATIVE
CAUTIONARY

DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson et
al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org

COMMENDABLE

EXEMPLARY

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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